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ABSTRACT:		
Australia’s governance of land and natural resources involves multiple polycentric domains of 
decision-making from global through to local levels.  Although certainly complex, these arrangements 
have not necessarily translated into better decision-making or better environmental outcomes as 
evidenced by the growing concerns over the health and future of the Great Barrier Reef, (GBR).  
However within this system, arrangements for natural resource management (NRM) and reef water 
quality, which both use Australia’s integrated regional NRM model, have showed signs of improving 
decision-making and environmental outcomes in the GBR. 
In this paper we describe the latest evolutions in the governance and planning for natural resource use 
and management in Australia.  We begin by reviewing the experience with first generation NRM as 
published in major audits and evaluations.  As our primary interest is the health and future of the GBR, 
we then consider the impact of changes of second generation planning and governance outcomes in 
Queensland. We find that first generation plans, although developed under a relatively cohesive 
governance context, faced substantial problems in target setting, implementation, monitoring and 
review.  Despite this, they were able to progress improvements in water quality in the Great Barrier 
Reef Regions.  Second generation plans, currently being developed, face an even greater risk of failure 
due to the lack of bilateralism and cross-sectoral cooperation across the NRM governance system.  The 
findings highlight the critical need to re-build and enhance the regional NRM model for NRM planning 
to have a positive impact on environmental outcomes in the GBR. 
Keywords: Great Barrier Reef, Natural Resource Management, Planning, Governance, Evaluation, 
Australia. 
1.	INTRODUCTION		
Ecosystem health in the iconic Great Barrier Reef (GBR), Queensland, Australia, is under considerable 
threat as a result of climate change, catchment runoff, coastal development, and extractive use (Great 
Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, 2009, 2014).    Since the early 1990s there has been growing focus 
on the impact of catchment land use activities on declining water quality, particularly the growing 
impact of diffuse sources of water borne sediments, phosphorous, nitrogen, and pesticides from 
agricultural landscapes from coastal Queensland on the GBR (Great Barrier Reef Marine Park 
Authority, 2001; Productivity Comission, 2003).      
Addressing catchment-reef problems has spawned a complex web of statutory and non-statutory 
planning and governance arrangements.  One set of actions, uses Australia’s regional natural resource 
management (NRM) model to bring community and government stakeholders together in coastal 
catchments to set targets and broker and deliver projects (education, planning, equipment, technical 
advice) to implement environmental management change. 
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In Australia’s regional NRM model, regionally based organisations were established through a 
Commonwealth-state bilateral agreement to develop NRM Plans and then coordinate and integrate 
investment and delivery of management activity to achieve them. As largely non-statutory 
mechanisms, implementation of these plans relies on community-based organisations to enter into 
partnerships with government and industry to influence governance processes and arrangements at 
multiple scales to achieve regional priorities.  It was a bold governance experiment and has been the 
source of considerable academic scrutiny (Lane, Robinson, & Taylor, 2009; Lockwood & Davidson, 
2010; Robins & Dovers, 2007; Wallington & Lawrence, 2008).   Concerns revolved around whether 
community-based organisations had the capacity, legitimacy, and credibility to negotiate and 
implement significant environmental projects. 
In this paper we describe evolutions in the governance for natural resource planning. We do this by 
looking at the experiences with first generation NRM planning to identify factors that second 
generation NRM plans will need to address in order to achieve outcomes in the Reef. Towards this 
goal, this paper: 1) provides a systematic review of sixteen audits/evaluations of Australian NRM; 2) 
presents qualitative data about the experiences of first generation NRM planning participants in 
Queensland; and 3) synthesises these findings to understand the implications for the development of 
second generation NRM plans.  We discuss these findings within the changing programmatic and 
policy circumstances in which the plans are developed and explore the interdependencies between the 
production of ‘good plans’ and the broader governance context in which they are produced. 
2.		METHODS		
The research draws on two complimentary analyses to inform the review of first generation NRM 
plans.  The first of these involved a systematic review of sixteen major audits or evaluations of 
Australian regional NRM conducted between 1997 and 2012 that were synthesised to identify key 
themes. The audits/evaluations were selected for analysis if they met one of the following criteria: a) an 
audit or evaluation of a national environmental policy arrangement relevant to Australian NRM 
planning and governance; b) a large multi-year research project looking at NRM planning or 
governance questions and involving large regional case studies and datasets leading to findings which 
are relevance at a national scale; or c) their capacity to contribute to an understanding of changes in 
planning requirements and outputs over time. 
 Second, a subset of the authors designed and facilitated a participant workshop of sixty 
experts from regional NRM groups, industry peak bodies, state and commonwealth governments, 
universities and the private sector in May 2012. The workshop focused on participants involved in 
NRM planning in the State of Queensland.  Participants were selected by the Queensland Regional 
Groups Collective (RGC) in consultation with the Queensland University of Technology and Griffith 
University. A facilitated process was used to gather insights about their experience with first generation 
NRM planning. Specific questions used to guide and structure the discussions included: 
 What aspects of the first generation NRM Plans worked well?   
 What aspects did not work well? 
 How aligned was the NRM Plan with other planning efforts in the region? 
 What are the motivations for undertaking a second generation plan? 
 What factors need to be taken into account in preparing second generation NRM Plans? 
This qualitative data was supplemented with data obtained from a review of plan documents 
and regional body websites about the history, structure and content of NRM Plans. We reviewed the 
first generation plans and the updates that were available on the websites for each of the Queensland 
regions between the June 2012 and May 2013. For a complete listing of plans reviewed please refer to 
Table 3 later in the document. 
Because our analysis is concerned not only with analysing the making of regional plans, but 
the interplay with higher state and national level programmatic change, the study limited the 
stakeholder discussions described above to Queensland. Doing so allowed a deeper exploration of 
participants’ experiences without the confounding effects of account for differences between the 
various state and territory jurisdictions.  Instead the meta-analysis provides this broader national 
perspective.  
Finally, themes from these two sets of analyses were synthesised in the context of current 
arrangements for the second generation NRM planning.   
 
3.	SYSTEMATIC	REVIEW	OF	AUSTRALIA’S	NRM	EVALUATIONS		
Since 1983 there have been six main phases of environmental investment in NRM and since 1997 there 
have been sixteen audit reports, studies and evaluations of NRM covering most of these environmental 
investment phases as shown in Table 1. Each investment phase had an underlying logic; some dealt 
explicitly with regional planning and regional governance while others did not (A Dale et al., 
Forthcoming).  Two of the latter phases directly involved regional NRM planning. The first of these 
coincided with the introduction of the regional NRM model as part of the Natural Heritage Trust  
(NHT2)3 and the second with the introduction of the Caring for Our Country (CFOC) Program4.  In 
between these two rounds, some regions were able to update their NRM plans, but these efforts were 
not built into the structure of the investment program.  
While only an explicit part of the underlying logic in two phases, all of the reports reviewed 
identify themes and issues relevant to NRM planning and regional governance. Some consider the 
efficiency and efficacy of the national environmental investment programs while others focus on more 
specific aspects of environmental policy or institutional arrangements for natural resource management 
and planning in Australia (see Table 2).  
 The sixteen audits/evaluations reviewed include: 
 four theory-based evaluations using case studies and data collected at the regional 
scale; 
 one theory-based normative guideline to support NRM monitoring and evaluation; 
and  
 eleven government audits and reviews of policy instruments.  
Qualitative data dominates the assessments, particularly data from workshops and interviews 
with NRM key stakeholders at the regional, state and national levels.  Participation by community 
stakeholders and from within industry sectors is limited.  Very few link findings about NRM structures 
and arrangements to secondary data or outcome data about environmental pressures, trends or 
conditions. Despite all these research projects, findings and conclusions about natural resource 
governance were not easily identified.  The findings of audits were much clearer, but the analytical 
frameworks, principles or methods underlying them are not clearly or theoretically specified.  
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Table 1 Major Phases of environmental investment and NRM planning in Australia 
Environmental 
Investment Phase
Program  Funding  
(millions) 
Planning 
Phase 
NRM Snapshot Evaluations  
Pre-investment 
phase 
1930’s-1983 
- - A growing awareness of land and water issues saw the Australian Government ask the states to 
promote/coordinate actions to address soil degradation.  National programs to coordinate 
management were introduced and research sought to understand the extent of issues.  
Farmer/pastoral engagement was a focus and community-based group learning and action was 
used because it was more efficient and effective in encouraging action.  
Phase one 
1983-1992 
National 
Landcare 
Program (NLP)  
132.6 - Landcare evolved from small, voluntary community pilot projects (from its base in Victoria) to a 
national program with Commonwealth investment. The Australian Government and the states 
provided support to the NLP.  States introduced integrated catchment management policies.  
Phase two 
1992-2003 
National 
Landcare 
Program  
596 
 
- The program was delivered through a state/community component and a national component.  
Most funds were directed to community to raise awareness and provide information, resources 
and skills to landholders to address issues through an annual call for grants.  
The Auditor General (1997)  
Australian Government (2003)  
 
Phase three 
1996/97–2001/02 
Natural 
Heritage Trust 
(NHT) 1 
1,500 
 
- The expanded program supported 23 different environmental, natural resource management and 
sustainable agriculture programs at different scales.  Funding was directed into community 
grants. Problems arising from a lack of strategic planning and poor coordination of NHT 1 
delivery led to the development of the regional model in the next phase. 
A Dale and Bellamy (1998) 
Auditor General (1998); 
Jennifer A Bellamy, McDonald, Syme, and 
Butterworth (1999); Jennifer A. Bellamy 
(1999); Jennifer A. Bellamy, Walker, 
McDonald, and Syme (2001) 
Hassall and Associates (2005) 
Walter Turnbull (2005) 
The Auditor General (2001) 
Phase four 
2002/03–2007/08 
NHT 2 / 
National 
Action Plan for 
Salinity and 
Water Quality 
(NAPSWQ)  
3,150 Planning 
phase one: 
first 
generation 
NRM plans 
The Regional NRM model was introduced by the Commonwealth and States/Territories in this 
phase.  Regional NRM arrangements differed across state/territory.  All regions were funded to 
develop integrated regional NRM plans, which were then accredited by the Commonwealth and 
State/Territory governments. Funding was directed into community-based and regional projects 
consistent with regional plans. 
The Auditor General (2004) 
Dawson (2005); G.T.  McDonald, 
McAlpine, Taylor, and Vagg (2004); G.T. 
McDonald, McAlpine, Taylor, and Vagg 
(2003); G.T. McDonald et al. (2005 ); G. 
McDonald et al. (2005); Taylor et al. (2006)
Fenton (2004, 2006); Fenton and Rickert 
(2006a, 2006b, 2008a, 2008b) 
Keogh, Chant, and Frazer (2006) 
The Auditor General (2007) 
Phase five 
2008/09-2012/13 
Caring For Our 
Country 
(CFOC) 1 
2,000 
 
Intermediate 
planning 
phase: partial 
updates of 
NRM plans 
Some Australian States/Territories funded a new round of NRM planning but this was not 
universal.  In some states some regions used base funding to update plans to reflect the national 
priorities at the regional level.  Funding was directed to landholder and community based grants 
through competitive processes. 
Senate Standing Committee on Rural and 
Regional Affairs and Transport (2010) 
Caring for our Country Review Team 
(2012) 
 
Phase six 
2013/14-2017/18 
CFOC 2 2,000 Planning 
phase 2:  2nd 
generation 
NRM plans 
All states funded by the Commonwealth to conduct updates of NRM plans.  Funding will be 
directed to landholder and community based grants consistent with regional plans. 
	
Table 2 Audits, studies and evaluations of NRM in Australia (chronological by year)  
 
Year Author Scale Funder Assessment Focus 
1997 Auditor General National 
Environment 
Policy 
Australian 
National Audit 
Office (ANAO) 
Commonwealth NRM and Environment Programs under the 
second phase of the National Landcare Program to identify 
recommendations for the Natural Heritage Trust. 
 
1998 Dale and 
Bellamy 
Three Regional 
Case Studies 
(WA, NSW, 
Qld) 
Land and Water 
Australia 
(LWA) 
Regional resource use planning in rangelands: An Australian 
Review.  The review considered regional approaches for 
planning in a rangeland context.  It assessed different 
approaches to regionalisation in Australia; approaches to 
regional planning in differing planning contexts; limitations in 
Australian experiments in regional planning; and future R&D 
priorities. 
1998 Auditor General Regional (Great 
Barrier Reef 
Region) 
ANAO Commonwealth Management of the Great Barrier Reef.  The 
Audit assessed the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
Commonwealth’s management of the Great Barrier Reef by 
the Authority, (which had not been subject to a performance 
audit in its twenty-year life).  It focussed on planning systems / 
procedures; Day-to-Day Management (DDM), and 
parliamentary reporting.   
1999 Bellamy et al Sub-regional - 
Wet Tropics 
LWA Evaluation of Integrated Catchment Management (ICM) based 
on a longitudinal study of catchment management in North 
Queensland.  This was a large program of work resulting in 
seven volumes of research outputs.  Findings reported here are 
from Volume 1 – Synthesis. The research developed and 
applied a framework to evaluate an Integrated Catchment 
Process in a number of case studies. 
2001 The Auditor 
General(The 
Auditor 
General, 
2001)(The 
Auditor 
General, 
2001)(The 
Auditor 
General, 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)The 
Auditor General 
2001(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)(The 
Auditor General 
2001)  
National 
Environment 
Policy 
ANAO Performance Information for Commonwealth Financial 
Assistance under the Natural Heritage Trust. The audit 
examined performance information underpinning the 
administration of $1.5 billion in Commonwealth financial 
assistance under the Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) over the 
period 1996-97 to 2000-01 and its compliance with legislative 
requirements for performance monitoring and reporting.   
2003 Australian 
Government 
National 
Environment 
Policy 
Australian 
Department of 
Agriculture 
Fisheries and 
Forestry 
Review of the National Landcare Program’s effectiveness and 
appropriateness, to identify opportunities for administrative 
savings and further efficiencies in program delivery, and 
possible directions for the future. 
2004 Auditor General National 
Environment 
Policy 
ANAO Administration of the National Action Plan for Salinity & 
Water Quality (NAPSWQ/ NAP).  The study examined 
planning and corporate governance of the new regional 
delivery model of the NAP program.  Underscoring the 
assessment was the recognition that the scope of salinity and 
water quality problems demanded targeted and cost-effective 
action and an adaptive management approach to avoid delays. 
2003 McDonald et al. Australian Tropical Monitoring and Evaluation of regional planning arrangements 
Savanna (A 
meta-region 
stretching 
across 
Queensland, 
Northern 
Territory, 
Western 
Australia) 
Savanna 
Management 
Cooperative 
Research Centre 
(TS-CRC) 
and natural resource management plans to assist development 
of improved regional planning systems and policies for 
Australia’s Savanna regions (Healthy Savanna Planning 
Systems Project).  The project involves building and applying 
methodologies for monitoring and evaluating regional 
planning arrangements and the technical content of regional 
NRM plans.  Nine ‘accredited’ regional NRM plans were 
reviewed. 
2005 Hassall and 
Associates 
National 
Environment 
Policy 
Aust Gov’t 
Dep’t of Ag, 
Fisheries and 
Forestry and 
Dep’t of the 
Env’t and 
Heritage 
The final evaluation of Phase 1 of the Natural Heritage Trust.  
The terms of reference were to: identify and document 
achievements in relation to the three 
Trust objectives; determine whether there were any 
unintended outcomes; consider what strategies were most 
appropriate, efficient and effective; and extract further lessons 
learnt that may have implications for program delivery 
strategies under the Trust extension, the 
National Action Plan and other future natural resource 
management programs. 
2004 Fenton and 
Rickert 
National 
Environment 
Policy 
LWA Capacity of regional organisations and social and institutional 
foundations of natural resource management.  This study was 
part of the National Land and Water Resources Audit.  The 
objectives of the project were to: refine and implement the 
National NRM M&E indicators and protocols for assessing the 
social and institutional foundations of NRM; establish a 
national baseline for reporting on the intermediate outcomes of 
NRM programs; and contribute to an informed discussion by 
the NRM community about the most important factors that 
contribute to success. 
2005 Walter Turnbull National 
Environment 
Policy 
Commonwealth 
Depts of the 
Env 
& Heritage and 
Ag Fisheries 
and Forestry 
Evaluation of current governance arrangements to support 
regional investment under the NHT and NAP in response to 
the 2004 report by the ANAO (above).  It assessed governance 
arrangements for NHT and NAP across Australia under the 
regional model to identify best practice governance principles 
and models. 
2006 Keogh, Chant 
and Frazer 
National 
Environment 
Policy 
Australian 
Natural 
Heritage Board 
Regional delivery of NRM programs.  The Natural Heritage 
Ministerial Board commissioned a study of the regional 
delivery of Australian Government natural resource 
management (NRM) programs. 
2007 Auditor General National 
Environment 
Policy 
ANAO The Conservation and Protection of Natural Threatened 
Species and Ecological Communities.  The audit assessed the 
administration of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (and amendments to the act that were 
made in 2006 -during the period of the audit) by the 
Department of the Environment and Water Resources).   
2008 Auditor General National 
Environment 
Policy 
ANAO Performance Audit of the Regional Delivery Model for 
Natural Heritage Trust and the National Action Plan for 
Salinity and Water Quality.  The audit assessed the 
administration of the regional delivery model used for Natural 
Heritage Trust (NHT) phase 2 and the National Action Plan 
for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP).  The scope of the audit 
included Federal Departments of the Environment and 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry and it included a Joint 
Team of staff from both departments working together for 
program delivery.  The audit focussed on: the implementation 
of the regional delivery arrangements; governance and 
financial management for regional delivery; and monitoring, 
evaluation and reporting on the programs’ performance.  The 
audit was conducted with a view to inform NHT phase 3. 
2010 Senate Standing 
Committee on 
Rural and 
Regional 
Affairs and 
Transport 
National 
Environment 
Policy 
Australian 
Parliament 
Inquiry into Natural Resource Management and Conservation. 
This study sought feedback on the positive and negative 
aspects of Landcare, NHT 1, NHT 2 and NAP to inform the 
Australian Government through the Caring for our Country 
program.   
2012 Caring for our 
Country 
Review Team 
National 
Environment 
Policy 
Dept of Ag, 
Fisheries and 
Forestry & Dept 
Sustainability, 
Env, Water, Pop 
& Comm 
Review of the Caring for our Country Initiative.  The review 
evaluates the appropriateness, effectiveness and efficiency of 
Caring for our Country in the context of the Australian 
Government’s commitment to continuous program 
improvement. The review structure was framed by the 
Department of Finance and Deregulation’s program review 
guidance material. 
	
Despite the differences in the studies, four planning and governance themes emerge.  They include: 1) 
the value and strength of the regional model in delivering improved NRM; 2) the need for integrated approaches 
to set targets and priorities within a regional framework and under conditions of uncertainty; 3) implementation 
dilemmas, which were minor under the regional model compared to implementation outside the model; and 4) 
persistent calls to collect meaningful performance information to evaluate and inform successful reforms.   
3.1	THE	REGIONAL	MODEL 
The importance of Australia’s regional approach is acknowledged across the sixteen studies with two 
perspectives dominating.  The first relates to its introduction.  Prior to the introduction of the regional model 
within NTH 2, investments were poorly targeted, not strategic and the landscape benefits of the investment were 
hard to identify (Australian Government, 2003; Hassall and Associates, 2005; The Auditor General, 1997, 
2001).  The evaluation of the regional model found that despite some initial teething problems, it did lead to 
improved regional planning and action (Keogh et al., 2006; G T McDonald, Taylor, & Robinson, 2005; The 
Auditor General, 2004; Walter Turnbull, 2005). It built an alignment between state and commonwealth funding, 
regional strategies and community projects. It also engaged the community sector in partnerships leading to 
better planning, more targeted NRM and more focussed outcomes across levels of decision-making.  The 
regional model was considered the best way to achieve integrated outcomes and landscape change (Australian 
Government, 2003; Keogh et al., 2006; The Auditor General, 1997, 2004; Walter Turnbull, 2005).   Bi-partisan 
support and security of funding was identified as being crucial to the success of the model (Hassall and 
Associates, 2005; Keogh et al., 2006).  Although the model was well designed, not all sectors were involved and 
there were opportunities to improve industry and local government engagement (Keogh et al., 2006).   
The second perspective relates to the decline of the regional model under the CFOC Program (Caring 
for our Country Review Team, 2012; Senate Standing Committee on Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport, 
2010).  The centralised CFOC Program structure did not fit into the national partnership agreement framework 
for regional NRM and the bilateral arrangements at the heart of the success of the regional model broke down 
(Caring for our Country Review Team, 2012). This loss of partnerships with the states resulted in a lower level 
of investment in NRM and the move towards short-term competitive funding undermined social and 
institutional capital that had been built in regions.  This had a significant impact on the ability of regions to 
negotiate and implement regional projects (Keogh et al., 2006; Senate Standing Committee on Rural and 
Regional Affairs and Transport, 2010). 
3.2	INTEGRATED	APPROACHES	FOR	TARGET	AND	PRIORITY	SETTING	UNDER	
CONDITIONS	OF	UNCERTAINTY	
This second theme was strongly related to the governance issues described above.  The poor biophysical 
database of conditions and trends to underpin regional targets (G. T. McDonald et al., 2005) led to several 
problems:  
1) a lack of quality research about NRM problems to inform management action targets (Keogh et al., 
2006; The Auditor General, 2004);   
2) concerns about the quality and measurability of regional plan targets (The Auditor General, 2008);  
3) management action targets were not considered sufficient to address or reverse issues in some 
catchments (The Auditor General, 2004); and  
4) inability to link NRM plan targets to broader program outcomes (The Auditor General 2008).   
Where data were poor, stakeholder knowledge was used to set targets (G. T. McDonald et al., 2005), but a 
lack of ongoing funding for research into NRM issues and lack of investment in monitoring and performance 
assessment meant that it was difficult to assess whether targets were appropriate in addressing NRM problems, 
whether planning and management activities were making suitable progress or how targets could be refined in 
the future. Although addressing these problems was a high priority recommendation in several studies, the 
literature showed that there was little improvement in the information base to improve target setting over time 
(G. T. McDonald et al., 2005; The Auditor General, 2008). The literature also highlighted difficulties in 
reaching state and Commonwealth agreement over targets in NRM plans.  This lead to significant delays in 
accrediting NRM plans and in plan implementation (Keogh et al., 2006; Walter Turnbull, 2005).  The 
centralisation of the NRM agenda through CFOC created further problems for target and priority setting as they 
were redefined around a narrow set of Commonwealth government interests with little stakeholder consultation.  
There was a poor alignment between state and regional NRM plans which caused problems for regional NRM 
body partnerships with the community.  It also prevented regional bodies from aligning funding to address 
important NRM issues and this was a barrier to joined-up governance (Senate Standing Committee on Rural and 
Regional Affairs and Transport, 2010).  
3.3	IMPLEMENTATION	DILEMMAS	
Initially delivery through the new regional model created benefits, but there were concerns about the risks in 
giving small community-based bodies responsibility for delivering outcomes and managing substantial 
allocations of Commonwealth funds (The Auditor General, 2004). Actually this more strategic regional 
approach to planning and program delivery was an improvement on the non-integrated, non-strategic, and un-
aligned approaches to delivery which existed previously (The Auditor General, 1997, 2004). As the regional 
model matured, sub-regional implementation frameworks increased, implementation roles and responsibilities 
were clarified and sub-regional priorities were more clearly articulated (G. T. McDonald et al., 2005).  Regional 
bodies were effectively able to broker and implement integrated management action and build positive 
momentum in regions. The partnership between the Commonwealth and state and territory governments was 
instrumental for regional delivery (Keogh et al., 2006).  While partnerships with community groups allowed 
regional bodies to leverage volunteer efforts, financial uncertainty meant that staff faced uncertain job security 
and limited career opportunities (Keogh et al., 2006; Walter Turnbull, 2005).  Similarly while the regional 
model was highly valued, the administration of programs was burdensome for regions and stakeholders at all 
levels.  Ways to improve this included block funding, reduced levels of micro-management, networked delivery 
through stakeholder partnerships and funding for large/iconic projects, stewardship payments and funding to 
provide administrative and logistical capacity and streamlined reporting (Keogh et al., 2006; Walter Turnbull, 
2005).   
The loss of partnerships, changed roles and competitive model under the CFOC program was 
inefficient and ineffective because it discouraged co-operation, reduced funding levels, and limited the 
mobilisation of people and resources for NRM across all government levels (Senate Standing Committee on 
Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport, 2010).  This resulted in anxiety and concern among the key groups 
who were essential to NRM implementation.  
3.4	INFORMATION	TO	EVALUATE	AND	INFORM	SUCCESSFUL	REFORMS	 
Significant gaps in performance measures and data/research from which to judge the efficacy of the 
environmental investment programs was a consistent finding across all studies (Hassall and Associates, 2005; 
Keogh et al., 2006; The Auditor General, 1997, 2001). Insufficient baseline data and monitoring of 
environmental conditions was a related problem (Senate Standing Committee on Rural and Regional Affairs and 
Transport, 2010).  This limited any systematic evaluation of impact that regional planning and governance 
arrangements had on environmental outcomes (The Auditor General, 2004).  The monitoring, evaluation, 
reporting and improvement framework introduced by the CFOC program aimed to improve program reporting 
but it was complex, administratively burdensome, not accompanied by funds to collect data, and it failed to 
measure outcomes (Caring for our Country Review Team, 2012) (Senate Standing Committee on Rural and 
Regional Affairs and Transport, 2010).  Moreover, the program reporting data that was collected from regional 
bodies was not effectively collated or utilised by the Australian Government.  From a systems perspective, the 
studies highlight a failure to collect meaningful and robust performance data and relating it to environmental 
and governance aspects of regional NRM.   
While the audits and evaluations raised governance themes related to NRM planning issues, only one 
study sought to examine NRM planning. This was conducted at the time that the first generation plans were 
being accredited and adopted (G. T. McDonald et al., 2005).  Since then, regional arrangements have matured, 
inter-governmental partnerships have evolved, and new policy arrangements have been introduced.  Using a 
case study approach, we now consider the experience with first generation NRM plans in Queensland through 
2012.  
4.	QUEENSLAND’S	FIRST	GENERATION	NRM	PLANNING		
Queensland’s regional NRM plans were developed beginning in 2001.  Queensland’s 14 NRM groups are 
community-based and non-statutory that use a range of governance models. While the governance structures 
vary, each region is governed by a community-based board, comprised of sector representatives and/or 
expertise-based members. Regional NRM groups were formed so that they could represent the community.  The 
state and Commonwealth governments selected and designated the NRM groups.  Some had been previously 
engaged in NRM activities and were regionally embedded, while others were less integrated.  
These first generation plans did not follow a prescriptive format.  They were tailored to the regional 
information and contexts resulting in a wide variation of plans, however they had to have a consistent anatomy 
in order to be accredited. Planners were required to identify the critical regional natural assets and to compile a 
‘profile’ of scientific conditions and trends on those assets. Long-term, quantifiable resource condition targets 
(10-20 years) were proposed along with subordinate management action targets that provided shorter term 
direction (5-7 years). Plans needed to: 1) prioritise their proposed interventions; 2) identify indicators; and 3) 
establish regional monitoring frameworks to track progress against targets. Each of these tasks required 
engagement and support of community and government stakeholders. Regional groups were also required to 
prepare regional investment strategies – essentially multi-year business plans – that detailed expenditures for 
each priority asset type e.g., water, biodiversity etc. Expenditures were structured into four ‘output’ categories: 
1) resource assessment; 2) planning; 3) capacity building; and 4) ‘on-ground activities’. With these extensive 
and often evolving requirements, the fledgling and largely community-based organization plans took three to 
five years to gain accreditation.      
All 14 regions received NHT funding in 2001-2 to develop NRM plans and seven received additional 
funding though the NAPSWQ to develop their plans.  By 2004, 13 regions had accredited plans in place.  
Between 2004-2013, seven of the 14 regions were able to secure additional funding to update regional their 
plans as shown in Table 3).   In Queensland, NRM groups receive base funding from the state and 
Commonwealth governments with plan implementation being funded by competitive grants, philanthropic 
donations or other sources (i.e., disaster response funding). Thus, regional group revenues can vary significantly 
across regions and years which has significant effects upon organisational structures, staffing and plan 
implementation.   
 Of the 14 NRM Groups in Queensland six fall within the GBR catchment area.  In addition to NRM 
arrangements described above, these regions are also subject to the aspirations set out in the the Reef Water 
Quality Protection Plan (The Reef Plan) 2003, 2009 and 2013 (Queensland Government, 2009; State of 
Queensland, 2013; State of Queensland & Commonwealth of Australia, 2003).  The Reef Plan is a joint 
initiative of the Queensland and Australian governments to improve water quality entering the Reef by reducing 
diffuse pollutants from the reef catchments. The NRM plans in the reef catchments are required to be consistent 
with the goals and targets of the Reef Plan and extra funding is available to these regions to implement actions 
to reduce nutrient, sediment and pesticide runoff in accordance with the Reef Plan targets.  
Table 3 Queensland NRM Regions and Plans 
Qld NRM 
Region 
NRM Board Land 
area 
(sq km)* 
Population* Program 
funding for First 
Gen NRM Plan5 
Plan   
Update 
(>2013) 
Reef 
Region  
Second 
Generation 
Plan 
(<2014) 
Reviewed 
in this 
study 
NAP-
SWQ 
NHT 
Border Rivers 
and Maranoa-
Balonne  
Queensland 
Murray Darling 
Committee 
101,078 39,385           
Burdekin  NQ Dry Topics 134,531 167,515           
Burnett Mary  Burnett Mary 
Reg Group 
53,342 291,592            
Cape York  Cape York 
NRM 
121,336 10,151           
Condamine  Condamine 
Alliance 
28,739 155,742           
Desert 
Channels 
Desert Channels 
Qld 
436,471 11,073          
Fitzroy  Fitzroy Basin 
Association 
173,581 225,832           
Mackay 
Whitsunday 
Reef 
Catchments 
8,536 110,052           
Northern Gulf  Northern Gulf 
Resource 
Management 
Group 
185,225 8,003          
South East Qld SEQ 
Catchments 
23,277 2,867,996           
South West Qld South West 
NRM 
238,711 8,103         
Southern Gulf  Southern Gulf 
Catchments 
195,697 29,614         
Torres Strait 
Region 
Torres Strait 
Reg Authority 
881 6,944        
Wet Tropics Terrain NRM 25,528 233,559          
*Calculated by the authors using Australian Bureau of Statistics NRM boundary files and 2011 Census data.    
4.1	STRENGTHS	OF	FIRST	GENERATION	NRM	PLANNING	
	
There were a number of things that that worked well. Participants felt that what worked the best was the way 
plans brought regional community stakeholders together for the first time to understand NRM problems, issues 
and drivers.  It confirmed the need to deal with these issues holistically at a regional scale.  It also fostered 
collaboration at the regional scale between community stakeholders and sectors such as the indigenous, research 
and development (R&D), agri-industry, and local government sectors that had never before been brought 
together in a planning process.  This produced valuable networks and helped to connect the NRM plan to the 
wider planning system.  Sector representation was used to reflect the diverse aspirations of regional stakeholders 
and build community ownership of NRM plans.  Participants felt that engagement at a grassroots level 
empowered regional community stakeholders to identify commonly agreed actions and strategies in first 
generation plans.   
The adaptive, continuous improvement approach was identified as another strength.  First generation 
NRM plans brought scientific data and knowledge about NRM into the planning process to assess resource 
condition and set targets.  This was the first time that science was used in the planning process, however 
because these data were patchy, there was a need for first generation plans to be flexible and adaptive and 
review targets and strategies in the light of new data and evidence about the impact of management action on 
landscape quality.  
Participants felt that the flexibility for NRM bodies to regionalise their planning approach was another 
key strength of first generation plans.  There was considerable scope for regional bodies to tailor their approach 
																																																																		
5	After	(G.	T.	McDonald	et	al.,	2005)	
and adopt their own format.  Some regions customized their NRM plan for different clients, others took a 
technical format while others used plain English, pictures and images to appeal to community stakeholders.   
4.2	LIMITATIONS	OF	FIRST	GENERATION	NRM	PLANNING	
 
In the workshop discussion, participants identified the following aspects that ‘did not work well’ with the first 
generation plans:   
 Key sectors and organisations were not involved in the planning process (e.g. local government and 
industry) because some did not want to be engaged.  In other cases timelines restricted the 
opportunities for meaningful consultation and engagement. 
 Target setting was not holistic or integrated.  Government priorities did not agree with regional-level 
priorities.  
 Plans often had too many targets that were too complex, to arbitrarily set, not integrated across NRM 
and responsible delivery agents did not always have ownership over targets.  
 Government sign off on NRM plans was complex because it was not integrated and involved getting 
signoff from multiple departments.  
 Funding to implement plans was another problem. NRM plans were not aligned to government 
budgets, financial investment was constrained, and many things could not be funded.  The silo 
approach to funding from the federal, state and local government reduced the capacity for regional 
bodies to leverage integrated resources around agreed priorities.  Later, the Caring for our Country 
(CfoC) Program did not recognise regional NRM plans and targets became increasingly hard to meet.  
 The skills base of small organizations over large areas limited their capacity to effectively mobilise to 
deliver plans.  Funding for communication about plans was limited.  
 Lack of funding to monitor and evaluate plans was a major problem.  The plans were founded on an 
adaptive paradigm, but considerations about how regional plans would demonstrate outcomes in 
evaluation was limited. 
The alignment between the first generation NRM plans and other efforts in the region was patchy and 
inconsistent.  In some cases there was limited history of working together to draw upon, few existing plans and 
a limited knowledge base.  In other regions (e.g., the Wet Tropics) there was a much stronger base of plans, 
reports and existing information to build upon and more to coordinate through first generation plans. Some 
regions had stronger existing networks that were strengthened and expanded through the first generation 
planning process, but in other regions, networks needed careful development.   
4.3	WHY	UNDERTAKE	A	NEXT	GENERATION	PLAN?	
 
Participants made several arguments about the need for developing a next generation plan. Prominent amongst 
these arguments was the claim there is considerable value in retaining regional plans that ‘sit outside’ of 
government, with strong local ownership for implementation. They described benefits that were internal to the 
region such as the capacity of the planning process to bring stakeholders together to identify regional threats and 
interests. But the majority of benefit was described in terms of retaining the capacity for local and regional 
interests to direct and tailor state and national interests, or at least assisting to bridge the institutional divide 
between levels of organisation ‘linking what community wants with what governments do and position regions 
to deal with big NRM issues’ Or, that they provide opportunities to manage government agendas in a 
community appropriate manner, citing the example of how National Water Quality Guidelines were translated 
into regionally-specific action plans. Participants emphasised the ‘unique’ role of regional NRM plans in doing 
this.   Participants felt that a new generation of NRM planning could help to inform the direction of regional, 
sustainability and environment policy more broadly for the newly elected Queensland Government and that the 
NRM plan provided opportunities to improve certainty for the environment, developers, NRM managers, and 
miners at the landscape scale.   
An example discussed by participants of the dual benefit plans provided was the potential imbedded in 
the Commonwealth Governments CEA package. In the first instance participants felt that opportunities to 
update regional NRM plans through the CEA Package would provide the mechanism to help reinvigorate 
community engagement in NRM planning, which many had commented, had dissipated in recent years – having 
a beneficial effect within the region. In the second instance the implementation of this package would assist in 
re-establishing and formalising the institutional utility of regional bodies as an instrument of achieving national 
and state level policy objectives. Such a move could have the effect of re-enforcing the legitimacy of regional 
plans (and planners) to both local and national level stakeholders.     
 
4.4	GOALS	FOR	SECOND	GENERATION	NRM	PLANS	
 
In preparing second generation NRM plans, participants identified the following things that plans need to do:  
 Retain an evidence-based approach and integrate multiple forms of knowledge to support target setting, 
prioritise implementation and measure and evaluate performance.  Scientific knowledge about 
environmental impacts of management practices is uncertain especially, but not only, in relation to 
carbon capture and storage.  Scale-appropriate spatial information to set management action targets is 
still a problem in many NRM regions. Second generation NRM plans will need to find ways of 
integrating contemporary and indigenous knowledge, perspectives and values to bridge data gaps and 
set regional targets.  
 Be collaboratively developed and implemented by regional bodies, regional stakeholders and industry 
groups. Community involvement in the plans remains critical and in second generation plans need to 
go further to engage smaller community based groups.  NRM bodies will need time to build, in some 
cases re-build, stakeholder trust.  Plans will need to reflect regional and community aspirations and 
values for community buy-in as well as local government and state government buy-in.  The strong 
commonwealth driver for plans to meet the needs of the CEA is a potential challenge to securing broad 
stakeholder buy-in.  
 Have the ability to look different but be underpinned by common guidelines, core principles, or 
attributes.  
 Have targets are fit for purpose and be owned by those who will need to be involved in implementing 
the plans.  Targets need to think about broader governance systems, including which institutions and 
stakeholders need to be involved. 
 Encourage forward thinking and innovation at the regional scale to tackle complex barriers to NRM 
and build implementation capacity of regional bodies and others to implement plans.   
 Be part of a serious discussion about the regulatory vs non-regulatory status of NRM plans and role of 
NRM plans in Queensland is needed.  While the first generation of NRM planning was non-statutory, 
participants commented that the outputs from a second generation of NRM Planning could be both 
statutory and non-statutory and they also felt that next generation NRM plans could guide planning, 
policy and legislative reforms at local, state and national scales.   
 Align planning and governance instruments at regional scales (e.g., statutory regional plans, RDA 
Regional Roadmaps and local government planning). NRM plans needed to be more clearly linked to 
budget cycles and that plans needed to be more seriously used to guide policy and regional investment 
in NRM.  
5.	DISCUSSION		
This aim of this paper was to reflect on the evolving governance landscape of natural resource planning. We 
have broken our discussion into two parts:  1) a reflection on the findings in Queensland; 2) reflection on the 
findings in the GBR regions.   
5.1	REFLECTIONS	ON	QUEENSLAND	
The findings from the systematic review identified the importance of the bilateral governance partnerships for 
effective NRM planning and delivery.  The review of NRM planning in Queensland confirmed this showing that 
healthy governance partnerships are integral for integrated and effective vision and target setting, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation.  What was even more apparent in Queensland, was the significant 
impact that weakly integrated governance posed for NRM plan implementation.   
The other important finding was the desire from Queensland’s regional bodies to use the second 
generation planning process to strengthen past partnerships and to extend them to include other levels of 
government and other sectors including the community sector.  Matters related to the structure and content of 
plans themselves are important, but less significant than getting the NRM partnerships right.  This is because the 
partnerships provide opportunities to bring knowledge together through collaborative planning processes to 
resolve issues and settle matters related to the content of plans.  It also provides an effective framework for 
implementation.   The ability of Queensland regional groups to tailor planning processes and products to 
stakeholders is a key strength. 
Since the period of data collection in 2012, four things have occurred.  First, the Commonwealth 
finalised and released the Principles for Regional NRM Planning for Climate Change to guide the development 
of the second generation plans (Australian Government, 2012).  Second, the Queensland Regional Groups 
Collective (RGC) developed and released more detailed guidelines which set out best practice principles, 
standards and examples to inform the second generation NRM plans (Queensland Regional Groups Collective, 
2012).  Third, funding of A$44 million was made available to update plans in an effort to: 1) improve landscape 
management across the forestry, farming and land sectors; 2) avoid and reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
increase carbon storage in the landscape; and 3) adapt landscape management in the face of climate change.   
Fourth, the allocation of funding to update NRM plans was brought forward shortening the timeframe for plan 
development.  
Although mandatory carbon trading mechanisms are being dismantled following the 2013 change in 
government, mechanisms to secure investment in greenhouse gas abatement activities through offset payments 
remain and the potential to secure carbon and biodiversity outcomes through good landscape management 
aligned to NRM plans still exist.   
The most significant problem facing second generation regional NRM planning and delivery concerns 
the breakdown of the regional model. Unless problems with the regional model are resolved, NRM plans will 
not be able to resolve landscape problems at the scale required to address declining resource condition trends. 
The NRM partnership between the Commonwealth, states and territories needs to be rebuilt, as well as extended 
into a multi-lateral partnership involving local government, industry and indigenous sectors.  The upcoming 
White Papers on the Reform of the Federation and Taxation Reform (Australian Government, 2014) provide 
opportunities to consider these fundamental governance and related financial and capacity issues facing NRM. 
While securing good multi-lateral partnerships through an integrated governance model is critical, it is 
also fundamentally tied to regional planning. The experience in building first generation NRM plans showed 
that the process of developing the plans was instrumental in building and solidifying partnership support, trust 
and ownership for an integrated regional approach. Unfortunately the timing of the NRM planning process is 
problematic for building partnership and governance support through second generation planning because they 
lack the time to build a new level of multi-lateral support due to funding constraints.  
5.2	REFLECTIONS	ON	THE	REEF	
	
The broader reef governance system has shown that arrangements are failing to address the key risks facing the 
Reef (J. Brodie, 2014; Allan Dale et al., 2013; Hockings, Leverington, Trinder, & Polglaze, 2014) leading the 
Australian Government’s to conclude that the future outlook of the Reef is poor and expected to deteriorate 
further in the future (Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, 2014). Despite this, efforts for regional natural 
resource management planning have provided a framework for governments to deliver the Reef Plan and is this 
showing positive sings that the decline in water quality from agricultural sources has been addressed (J. E. 
Brodie et al., 2012; Allan Dale et al., 2013; Hockings et al., 2014; Vella & Dale, 2013).  For example, the 
regional NRM arrangements were effectively able to deliver the Australian Government $200 million Reef 
Rescue Program and the Queensland Government Reef Regulations.  Without the regional arrangements, these 
initiatives would undoubtedly not have had the same catchment and reef level impacts.   
6.	CONCLUSION		
The ability of NRM plans to address resource condition problems is inextricably related to our national and 
state-based systems of natural resource governance. First generation regional NRM plans that were developed 
under the bilateral model made a start on resolving governance problems by bringing key stakeholders together 
to discuss NRM problems and solutions.  However, they were constrained because the over-arching governance 
issues were not resolved across the life of the plans. Indeed governance arrangements became less effective and 
less able to achieve integrated outcomes over time.  If second generation plans are to be effective in improving 
resource conditions and trends, they need to return to the governance models that existed when the first 
generation plans were developed -- ideally they need to go much further.   
Finally, a number of limitations should be noted.  First the scope was limited to Queensland.  It would 
be useful to extend the analysis across other states, particularly those where NRM arrangements have different 
governance structures.  Second, our analysis only considered first generation plans and planning outcomes at a 
general level and did not examine details at regional or sub-regional level. Third, the analysis was limited 
because it did not collect data about the regional governance models in each NRM region. 
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